China has created a new CNY11 billion (US\$1·3 billion) fund to improve the country\'s health system in the wake of the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak, a senior government official announced on Sept 10.

The extra money will be used to establish hospitals specialising in infectious diseases and emergency treatment centres, according to Zhao Zilin, vice-director of the Planning and Finance Department at the Ministry of Health.

The funds will be disbursed over the next 3 years with CNY3 billion (US\$362 million) in treasury bonds already earmarked to start the programme.

Zilin made the announcement at a 2-day China Health Forum last week---one of several initiatives by the Chinese government to reassess the country\'s health-care system in the light of the problems exposed by SARS.

Zhao acknowledged that rural health-care institutions---particularly in the impoverished west of the country---have insufficient facilities and inadequately trained staff to deal with emergencies.

He also announced plans to set up a network to improve reporting of disease outbreaks. This was in response to criticism about the lack of communication between research and treatment institutions. However, no mention was made of the political pressures that are widely believed to have led health authorities to initially attempt a cover-up of the outbreak. The mayor of Beijing and the health minister were fired when this became apparent.

China is preparing for the possibility of a fresh outbreak of SARS this winter. Hospitals across the nation have been told to establish emergency plans and many children are being inoculated against influenza to minimise the risk of being quarantined.

Last month, a team of experts from WHO recently visited Beijing and Guangdong province where SARS is believed to have started. However, they warned that they are a long way from identifying the source of the disease. Although a SARS-like virus has been found in civet cats, similar viruses have subsequently been discovered in a number of other animals, including snakes and birds.
